renders the text impotent because of its resulting inability to compete with or to be seen in correlation and interplay with other contemporary texts.
Introduction
Reinstating women writers into the literary canon of the Renaissance poses serious problems, and the whole process of creating the Renaissance canon has been the victim of a complex set of factors and of political agendas, as has often been stated -ranging from plays chosen for performance by the RSC, to texts published by the major academic publishing houses, to texts chosen for teaching at undergraduate level. It is probably this, as Stephanie Hodgson-Wright argues, that provides the most telling evidence of the status of Renaissance women writers, because, due to 49 limits of time and resources, the inclusion of one text leads to the exclusion of another (1998:55) .
One of the most counterproductive of such reinstatement strategies is that of presenting a woman writer as a historical phenomenon rather than as a producer of significant texts, something which will bar her from inclusion in the mainstream cultural milieu of the Renaissance; her texts will then be studied as token texts, with an emphasis on their historical rather than their literary significance -text and author featuring as historical curiosity or, based on their exceptional status, feminist icons. Paradoxically, the woman author is then written out of the canon or placed on the fringes of the canon by being put on a tall pedestal and styled a historical phenomenon, a monument historique (this is how for more than five centuries Christine de Pizan, a formidable author and one of the most accomplished writers of the Middle Ages, has been written out of the literary canon (Dascăl 2015:26) ).
Simon Shepherd's edition of five Renaissance pamphlets written in defence of women and by women ends with the conclusion: "we are left with a handful of texts, all limited intellectually and politically by their being produced in an age before feminism, but all nevertheless remarkable for their intellectual bravery and adventure; remarkable, in short, that they exist" (1985:23; emphasis mine) . It is true that it would be anachronistic in the extreme to speak of feminism in the 1620s, but at the same time the fact that there was no recognizable resistance discourse to patriarchal authority in Stuart England does not mean that texts produced by the likes of Rachel Speght, Esther Sowernam or Constantia Munda were limited in scope or artistic achievement. We consider that the fact that such authors succeeded in articulating a discourse of resistance without the support of a 50 recognizable group points to the greater political and intellectual skill of the women who wrote under such circumstances. Catholicism, which resulted in her husband's unsuccessful attempt to divorce her, although he did deny her access to their children. Elizabeth was put under house arrest by the King in the hope that she would recant, but after six weeks the Crown was convinced that she would not return to the Church of England and she was allowed to come and go at will. Her father disinherited her and her husband refused her financial assistance and consequently she lived in abject circumstances -a triple form of marginalization -as a woman, as an author and as a Catholic, a recusant, though she still managed to maintain connections with a constellation of politically prominent women despite her conversion to Catholicism. She also repeatedly applied to the Privy Council of England and petitioned the king for support and, like Aemilia Lanyer and Anne Clifford, she exploited the patronage system to the full by having a lady of high rank, Katherine Villiers, one of the ladies of the Queen's Bedchamber, represent her case.
She proved to be most adept at making effective use of a supportive network of well-connected friends. When her husband died in 1633, she sought to regain custody of her children from her eldest son Lucius. She was questioned in the Star Chamber for kidnapping her sons (she had previously, and more easily, gained custody of her daughters), but although she was threatened with imprisonment there is no record of any punishment. By the end of Elizabeth's life four of her daughters had gone on to become Benedictine nuns, and one of her sons entered the priesthood. on the one hand, she had been relieved to receive the news of his death, as she is angry with Herod for killing her brother and grandfather; on the other, she knows that he loved her and she feels trapped by her sense of duty as
Herod's wife. The emphasis is on her chastity, innocence and heroic attempt to live as true to herself as she possibly can (Wright 1994:103-104) .
Throughout the play Cary gives us a subtle portrayal of the mechanisms of Stuart patriarchy -a society where the ideological practice of translating the lust of the male subject into the wantonness of the female object is a major means of social control, since the woman who is commonly acknowledged as desirable can easily be redefined as a whore.
The symbiotic relationship between biography and text is illustrated in the case of her history of Edward II, which Tina Krontiris, for example, reads as a pseudo-biography of Cary, drawing parallels between Cary and Queen Isabel, after the author converted to Catholicism (1997:94-98 speech to Parliament, James I had echoed contemporary political debates about the King's divine right: "I will not be content that my power be Blood is a crying sin that cries for vengeance, which follows swiftly those that vainly shed it".
It is furthermore significant that the title page of this later version of Cary's history bears a Latin epigram which reads: Qui nescit dissimulare, nequit vivere, perire melius ("He who does not know how to dissimulate, is not able to live, rather will perish"). This seems to be a reflection on Cary's recusancy, as she could no longer dissemble her conversion to Catholicism, and it also tells us that she was writing at a moment of intense anguish and physical deprivation. Yet again, the epigram connects her to contemporary political debates, and, as Jonathan Goldberg has noted, the phrase Qui nescit dissimulare, nescit regnare ("He who does not know how to dissimulate, does not know how to rule") was associated with Tacitus's Emperor
Tiberius, who dissimulated his intentions to Gallus when the latter tried to meddle in the arcana imperii. The phrase chosen by Cary was used, in part,
both in his Anatomy of Melancholy and in his Latin
Philosophaster. (Goldberg 1989:68) Although there had been many studies of the life of Edward II, most of them had largely ignored Queen Isabel. Isabella became a popular regenerating the image of women in the familiar terms of their own culture, not to imagining or advocating a different society in which all women might change their ordained feminine nature for equality with men or public power." (Beilin 1987:xvii) .
Conclusion
Defining literary texts by their author's biography problematizes the application of other critical approaches and compromises the possibility of the texts becoming subject to any new developments in literary criticism; it leads to the 'closure of the text' (Hodgson-Wright 1998:62), making it, in Christiane Rochefort's memorable statement, a 'woman's book'.
Chris Weedon in her 1987 Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist
Theory defines the situation: "the study of women's writing as a feminist project can take many forms depending on the assumptions and perspectives of the reader. It is possible, for example, to look at it in both essentialist and poststructuralist ways and the key difference in these approaches is the significance given to women as authors. Essentialist approaches assume that female authorship of texts is their most crucial aspect and that they are the product of a specifically female experience and aesthetic. In poststructuralist theory authorship does not guarantee meaning, though the historical context in which the author is located will produce the discourses of the text. The forms of gendered subjectivity offered by texts are also the product of the social discourses on gender in circulation at the time of writing." (Weedon 1987:153 ).
Cary's work is extremely valuable in itself and instead of underlining in an exceptionalist vein the exoticism of her bold and adventurous biography and of her brave and uncompromising religious path, it would be far more productive and beneficial to consider the many literary and artistic merits of her work that make her such a strong candidate for canonical reinstatement. In Hodgson-Wright's memorable words, Elizabeth
Cary's work can certainly do without the validation of her biography and whereas veneration of saints is part and parcel of Catholic doctrine "if Cary is similarly venerated by feminist literary critics the resulting canonization will mean that her texts remain permanently excommunicated from the rest of the Renaissance canon" (1998:64).
